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Abstract 
 This paper explores a nearly 400-comment online discussion regarding higher education and the impact technology and the 
Internet has or will likely have on its future. From “I predict only 200 research brick and mortar universities will be alive and 
provide online programs” to  “online education is growing, but the early research shows that blended learning is the best for 
students”, the diversity of comments provides a varied spectrum of thought concerning the future of higher education.  The 
results of the discussion of over 50 professionals on a Linkedin discussion group of higher education professionals suggests that 
technology will play a major in higher education role but traditional institutions will continue to be around for the foreseeable 
future.   
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Introduction 
Matt Saccaro’s blog, “When will the Internet replace college?” recently spawned an online discussion of a 
Linkedin group interested in higher education.   The nearly 400-comment online discussion covered a two-month 
period and raised many of the same issues facing higher education scholars, administrators and faculty.  In his blog, 
Saccaro (2014) addresses issues facing American colleges and universities as well as graduates from those 
institutions including: high student debt and delinquency rates; poor job market and high unemployment facing 
recent graduates, poor student performance and students academically adrift, employer claims mediocre job of 
performance by recent college graduates; and concerns about removing less profitable academic departments.  He 
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suggests that overall, the “American post-secondary system is in the toilet” but suggests that while “the Internet has 
not bested the post-secondary education system, … there is hope.” 
Of course Saccaro is not alone in his criticism of American higher education.  Richard Vedder, Director for 
the Center of College Affordability & Productivity (2014) and author of Going broke by degrees (2004), an emeritus 
economics professor from Ohio University is a regular critic of the rising costs of higher education, student financial 
aid policy, educational inefficiencies, and the resulting impact on student debt.   In Academically adrift, Arum and 
Roksa (2011) discuss the limited learning that occurs on college campuses, the lack of academic rigor and the 
uneasy agreement between faculty and students that allows both parties to pursue their own interests.   Sperber 
(2000) suggests big-time sports and college drinking have ‘crippled’ undergraduate education.  Archibald and 
Feldman (2011), cite the perception of a dysfunctional system of higher education caused by “prestige games and 
gold plating” (p. 93), eventually leading to higher costs which lead to higher tuition.  Taylor (2010) suggests, “The 
quality of higher education is declining: colleges and universities are not adequately preparing students for life in a 
rapidly changing and increasingly competitive world” (p. 3).    
College presidents seem to understand the issues although there is limited evidence they will take steps to 
address the issue.  In a recent study conducted by the Chronicle of Higher Education (2014) and sponsored by the 
learning management system (LMS) company Blackboard®, 68% of college presidents surveyed disagreed that 
higher education would be similar to the way it is today in 10 years, however, 60% felt that U.S. higher education 
was moving in the “right direction” to address these changes (Selingo, 2014). .  
Two recent documentaries, Declining by degrees (Merrow, 2005) and Ivory tower (Rossi, 2014) address 
the issue. Through a series of interviews and video clips, Declining by Degrees suggests some of the problems with 
higher education include low retention and graduation rates, students drifting through school, and the fact that too 
many students do not have the skills to be productive employees.  Merrow (2005) suggests some possible causes for 
poor college performance include high rates of student drinking, excessive work loads for some students, high 
incidence of part-time teachers, classes that are too large, underprepared students for college work.  He suggests that 
grade inflation is a result of the desire to mitigate poor retention rates and provide an inaccurate picture of student 
performance.   The result is that college produces students without the skills necessary to produce productive 
employees.  Almost 10 years later, Ivory Tower (Rossi, 2014) reiterates similar themes and presents a radical view 
of the result of inaction is a ‘time bomb of student debt and suggesting the value of higher education may not be 
worth the investment.   
The purpose of this study was to investigate the perspectives of the participants involved in an online 
discussion about higher education and the impact technology and the Internet has or will likely have on its future.  
Many participants addressed the aforementioned issues in their comments either directly or indirectly. 
 
Methods 
The primary data for this study were generated from comments collected over a two-month period of an 
online discussion in a Linkedin Group focused on higher education.   The study used naturalistic inquiry, a 
qualitative research technique that “takes place in real-world settings …and the phenomenon of interest unfolds 
naturally in that it has no predetermined course established by and for the researcher” (p. 32) and empathic 
neutrality and mindfulness a technique that sees the researcher as someone who “seeks vicarious understanding 
without judgment (neutrality) by showing openness, sensitivity, respect, awareness, and responsiveness 
(mindfulness)” (Patton, 2001; p. 40).    Demographic data and themes were generated from thematic analysis of the 
comments made during the online discussion period.  Thematic analysis, the "encoding qualitative information" (p. 
vii.) by developing ‘codes’ that serve as data labels for sections of data  (Boyatzis (1998), was conducted by 
generating a spreadsheet using the topics of author, type of work, themes, location or origin of the comment, and 
author’s credentials.   
Care was taken to ensure participant anonymity.  With the exception of those made by the author, 
comments taken from the discussion were not attributed to any individual, organization or group. The intent to 
collect, analyze and publish the data was made evident through a comment made by the author and posted on the 
discussion.  The comment received one “like” from one participant.  No other comments were made suggesting 
approval or disapproval of the intent to publish.   
Limitations of the Study and Discussion 
This study was intended to record the observations of an online discussion of members of a Linkedin group 
to determine what themes might inform research associated with technology use in higher education and to explore 
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the views of participants as to whether technology would replace colleges as we know them today.  The results 
should not be considered generalizable and should be viewed in the context of an informal online discussion.  Other 
than a personalized “handle” there was no way to determine credentials or experience of participants engaging in the 
conversation.  An attempt was made to differentiate participants based on the limited information provided and the 
results were used in the demographic section and in grouping based on perspectives.   
Two primary contextual limitations of the study became evident during the analysis of the data.  The first 
was the lack of a common view of the purpose of college specifically or higher education as a whole.    The second 
was the lack of a common definition of college enrollment and the differing needs of traditional and nontraditional 
students.  These limitations will be addressed in the discussion section of the paper.  
 Findings 
The question Will the Internet ever replace colleges and universities as we know the today?, generated 376 
comments from 53 participants working or engaging with both academic and non-academic organizations Forty 
(n=40; 75%) participants identified themselves as a tenured or contingent faculty member, including twenty (n=20) 
international, thirteen (n=13) US and seven (n=7) faculty from an unknown origin.   Eleven (n=11) participants were 
identified as working in businesses as a consultant and/or entrepreneur.   It was not possible to project the work 
status of two (n=2) participants.  The majority (n=31; 58.5%) of participants made one or two comments while the 
majority of the conversation was generated by a minority of participants (n=7; 13.2%) who produced a majority 
(n=249; 66.2%) of the comments.  One participant, an international business entrepreneur made 21.5% (n=81) of the 
comments. The next most active participant was a U.S. adjunct professor in higher education and the author who 
made 13% (n=49) of the comments.   
The conversation covered more than the present or future impact technology has or will have on higher 
education.  The broad based discussion included topics including teaching and learning, institutional quality, 
organizational efficiency and effectiveness, educational quality, globalization in higher education, the declining 
economy and its impact on hiring students, diploma mills, and issues relating to overbuilding on campus, student 
drinking and athletics.   
In general, the tone of the comments was respectful but difficult for some participants.  There was a good 
use of data to support positions but the discussion suffered from an overuse of unsupported views, hyperbole and an 
overreliance on personal experience.  One participant conducted an early analysis of comments stating, “Lot's of 
people, from many different places (including different countries) participated; for the most part, all participants 
were respectful of each other's point of view; participants often presented data or links to data published in reputable 
(but not necessarily scientific) sources; everyone had the choice to be active participants. Some were more active 
than others, but no one seemed to be keeping score; all comments were recorded and you could go back to re-read 
what others had said; participants were free to leave the conversation at any time and re-enter at any time; some 
people were better (or had more time) at this; participants seemed more relaxed; some participants in this discussion 
are engaged in other discussions as well; you can reply to a comment in public or only for the commenter. I have 
never had a better faculty discussion, since I started teaching in 1969” (Unnamed participant). ͒ ͒  
The analysis of the discussion comments revealed the majority (n=37; 69.8%) of the participants did not 
feel that technology would replace higher education, as we know it today.  The remainder of opinion ranged from a 
definite yes (n=6; 11.3%) to maybe (n=3; 5.6%).  Several participants (n=7; 13.2%) discussed the topic without 
offering an opinion on the original question.  A common theme for participants indicating that technology would not 
replace traditional colleges in the near future was that technology can help students with a diverse learning styles but 
that it should be used as a tool in a balanced and blended approach to education.  Other views suggested the need for 
extracurricular or co-curricular engagement to support learning indicating the student experience could not be 
replaced by technology.  Others indicated the need for deeper interpersonal connection between faculty and 
students.  Some comments reflected a concern for the potential for barriers to education through technology 
including the difficulty with interpersonal communication.  Finally, several comments suggested that technology did 
not address the varying purposes of college and was limited to knowledge collection and transmission.   One 
comment reflected the thoughts of the majority opinion of the group in saying “online (learning) will earn more 
space in higher education worldwide, but (will) always will be supplemented with classroom or lab education for the 
development of experimental work and research."  In addressing the need for interpersonal connection one 
participant offered, “"the interaction, and participation with humankind are very important." 
Participants indicating technology has or will replace higher education in the near future cited the existence 
and growth of online courses, the development of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), worldwide open 
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universities, and disruptive innovations will result in change.   The most radical point of view saw the closure of 
thousands of institutions suggesting. “I predict only 200 research brick and mortar universities will be alive and 
provide online programs.”  Another summarized this view with, “ all new innovations disrupt something already 
being used. ͒ Electrical car disrupts the profits of gas companies. ͒ Therefore it has been stopped for many years, 
and… is still being blocked. ͒ (Similarly), excellent online degree programs from elite universities will be blocked 
by existing beneficiaries, those…existing colleges and faculties” (which are privileged by the status quo.) ͒ A 
caveat of sorts by some participants with this view was the need to ensure quality of the online product.  One 
comment, obviously emphatic about his view, indicated, “(the) important point is WHO IS DELIVERING THE 
KNOWLEDGE IS IT A VALUABLE KNOWLEDGE…MIT, Harvard and elite universities (have now) come to 
picture. … ͒ If they provide degrees and charge only $ 100-200 per course WHO do you think … would go to other 
schools… (The) QUALITY OF THE KNOWLEDGE MATTERS. ͒ ELITE UNIVERSITIES HAVE PROVED 
THEMSELVES GOOD FOR CENTURİES TO BE GOOD.   One participant was very simplistic in his answer 
indicating, “it (technology) already has” (replaced colleges and universities).  Another participant suggested taking a 
more long-term view with “ I do not see the Internet replacing universities or colleges any time soon, but continued 
changes enabled by the dynamism of the technology are imminent.  
 
Discussion 
The findings of the discussion seem straight forward and to the point.  The majority of the participants felt 
technology had a place in higher education but would not replace colleges and universities, as they are known today. 
In reflecting on the discussion one wonders can the question, ‘will the Internet ever replace colleges and universities 
as we know it today?’ be answered without an understanding the role and function of both the Internet and of 
college? In order to reinforce the views of the participants, clarification of the role and function of both technology 
and higher education is undertaken. 
 It seems appropriate to use resources developed from the Internet to help us define the Internet.  
Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, an editable, online encyclopedia indicates “the internet is a global system of 
interconnected computer networks that use the standard internet protocol suite (TCP/IP) to link several billion 
devices world wide.  Webopedia (2014) an online tech dictionary for IT professional indicates, “The Internet is a 
massive network of networks, a networking infrastructure.  It connects millions of computers together globally, 
forming a network in which any computer can communicate with any other computer as long as they are both 
connected to the Internet.   Webopedia differentiates between the Internet and World Wide Web (WWW) suggesting 
the “Web is a way of accessing information over the medium of the Internet.  It is an information-sharing model that 
is built on top of the Internet.  In short, the Internet is a relatively young system of networks that support the World 
Wide Web and other tools in the transfer of knowledge.  
Defining American colleges and universities is a bit more cumbersome than the simplistic definition of the 
Internet or the World Wide Web.  Since the founding of Harvard College in 1634, American higher education has 
evolved to become, according to many, the world’s ‘global gold standard’ and envy of the world. The complexity of 
American higher education is obvious when reviewing the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 
classification of institutions (Carnegie Foundation, 2010).   Using a highly complex series of flow charts, the 
Carnegie Foundation clarifies role and function of America’s (n=4,633) degree granting institutions of higher 
education in a variety of ways.  The first divides the institutions by undergraduate and graduate experience.  Within 
the undergraduate instructional program schools (n=3601), there are those institutions that are associates (n=1714), 
associates dominant (n=240), and baccalaureate dominant (n=1647).  When divided to produce an undergraduate 
profile institutions with undergraduates increases (n=3741 and is divided by four-year institutions (n=1920) and 
two-year institutions (n=1821).  Within the graduate instructional programs (n=1361), there are institutions that are 
post-baccalaureate (non-doctorate institutions) (n=912) and doctoral institutions (n=449).   Carnegie goes on to offer 
a basic classification for all four-year institutions (n=2713) as doctorate granting institutions (n=294), masters’ 
institutions (n=728), baccalaureate institutions (n=808), special focus institutions (n=851) and tribal colleges (n=32).    
The United States Department of Education identifies postsecondary institutions as public (n=2008) and 
private (n=5,389), and nonprofit (n=1,892) and for-profit (n=3,497).  The total institutions (n=7,236) identified the 
National Center for Education Statistics, the research arm of the Department of Education includes institutions 
(n=2,045) offering programs that do not offer degree programs (Ginder et al., 2014). 
Enrollment in these institutions reflects the diversity of population and the differing reasons for attending 
colleges. The total enrollment for American higher education (n=28,305,025 includes institutions with 
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undergraduate and diploma programs ( (n=24,524,988; 77%) and graduates ( (n=3,780,037; 13%), (Ginder et al., 
2014).  Degree seeking undergraduate enrollment in the United States has increased 48% since 1990 and is expected 
to hit 20.2 million students by 2023 (NCES, 2014).  Student enrollment is heavily weighted towards women in both 
undergraduates (n=16,179,594; 57%) and graduate students (n=2,262,755; n=59%).   The majority of 
aforementioned growth in enrollments is expected to be with women students, 18% vice 8% for males (NCES, 
2014). 
Many of the flaws associated with American higher education such as heavy student drinking and 
excessive partying, floating through school and academically adrift (Arum et al., 2011), poor post graduate 
employment rates, and dissatisfaction with employment preparedness present a picture of traditional age college 
students, those young adults entering post-secondary education right after high school, at roughly 18-19 years old  
(NCES, 2014).   While traditional age college students make up the majority of full-time undergraduates at public 
(88%), private nonprofit (86%) and public 2-year (71%) schools, the majority of full-time students at 4-year private 
for-profit (71%) and 2-year private for-profit (52%) were over the age of 25 and are considered nontraditional 
students.  Nontraditional students are 24 or older and have usually taken time away from school to work, serve in the 
military or engage in some other life experience.  The impact of nontraditional students on enrollments is even more 
pronounced for part-time students.  Other than at the 4-year (50%) and 2-year (52%) public institutions, the majority 
of part-time students at all other institutional types were nontraditional students over the age of 25.  Nontraditional 
students make up the majority (60.3%) of all part-time students.  A significant percentage of these students (47.5%) 
were 35 and older (NCES, 2014).    
In addition to the complexity suggested by the Carnegie Foundation and the U.S. Department of Education, 
institutional diversity of purpose clouds the understanding of American higher education.  In Higher Education in 
America (2013), Derek Bok suggests, “American colleges and universities do not have a single goal…(and) have not 
had a single unifying purpose for well over one hundred years (p. 28).   
 “The American college was conceived of as a social investment” (Thelin, 2004 p. 58) but as evolved over 
time.  Clearly, early federal legislation such as the Morrill Land-grant acts of the mid 19th century, and 20th century 
laws associated with educating returning veterans from World War II, the National Education Defense Act of 1958, 
and the Higher Education Act of 1965 and its subsequent reauthorizations speak to the importance of higher 
education as a the need to support societal interests.   
 In Uses of the University (2001), Kerr wrote “the basic reality, for the university, is the widespread 
recognition that new knowledge is the most important factor in economic and social growth.  We are just now 
perceiving that the university’s invisible product, knowledge, may be the most powerful single element in our 
culture, affecting the rise and fall of professions and even social classes, of regions and even nations” (pg. xii).  Kerr 
suggests the modern “multiversity” is a confluence of the purposes of universities of the past. From Cardinal 
Newman, the 19th century founder of the University of Dublin, the purpose of the university is “the high protecting 
power of all knowledge and science, of fact and principle of inquiry and discovery, of experiment and speculation; it 
maps out the territory of the intellect and sees that…there is neither encroachment nor surrender on any side” (pg. 
1).  Newman’s view of ‘liberal knowledge’, which is related to all walks of life, lay in stark contrast to other 
scholars of his day who sought to limit the purpose of a university to only scientific related knowledge.  “University 
training, said Newman, ‘aims at raising the intellectual tone of society, at cultivating the public mind, at purifying 
the national taste, at supplying true principles to popular enthusiasm and fixed aims to popular aspirations, at giving 
enlargement and sobriety to the ideas of the age, at facilitating the exercise of political powers, and refining the 
intercourse of private life” (Kerr, 2001; p.2).   
In, Our under achieving colleges (2006), Bok, raises the issues of “how much students learn” and suggests 
the discussion of performance must begin with a shared understanding of the role and purpose of higher education.  
He indicates the key outcomes of a college education should include “the ability to communicate, critical thinking, 
moral reasoning, preparing citizens, living with diversity, living in a more global society, possessing a ‘breadth of 
interests’ and preparing for work. This litany of purposes is not universal and there are a number of critics 
suggesting one or more of these ideals has little or no place in higher education.  Hacker and Dreifus support the 
view of preparing students for work, particularly in the high-tech world is important but suggest,  “that the purpose 
of college is not to make students into better citizens” (p. 5).  
In discussing the Great American University, Cole (2009) suggests several things make a modern American 
university excellent including: faculty research productivity; quality and impact of research; grant and contract 
support; honorific awards; access to highly qualified students; excellence in teaching; physical facilities and 
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advanced information technologies; large endowments and plentiful resources; large academic departments; free 
inquiry and academic freedom; location; contributions to the public good and excellent leadership.  The paradox 
facing the American colleges and universities is that some of the things that make a great institution are the very 
things that create some of the issues reflected in Will the internet ever replace colleges and universities as we know 
it today? and within the comments made during the discussion.   
Online education, in its many forms has been part of higher education on increasing levels since the 
development of the Internet (ARPANET) by the United States Department of Defense in 1969.  The use of learning 
management systems (LMS), the ubiquitous presence and engagement of online and blended courses, and the 
digitization and mass distribution of library resources provide evidence that technology has changed forever how 
higher education distributes knowledge to its students.  William Bowen (2013), President emeritus of the Andrew 
W. Melton Foundation and Princeton University, suggests “far greater access to the internet, improvements in 
internet speed, reductions in storage costs, the proliferation of increasingly sophisticated mobile devices, and other 
advances have combined with changing mindsets to suggest that online learning, in many of its manifestations can 
lead to at least comparable learning outcomes relative to face-to-face instruction at a lower cost” (p. 45).   
There is some thought that online education in any form should be considered a disruptive innovation, “a 
process by which a product or service takes root initially in simple applications at a the bottom of a market and then 
relentlessly moves up market, eventually displacing established competitors (Christiansen, 2014).  In a cautionary 
statement Christiansen and Eyring offer, “The downfall of many successful and seemingly invincible companies has 
been precipitated by a disruptive innovation-that is, an innovation that makes a complicated and expensive product 
simpler and cheaper, and therefore attracts a new set of customers” (Christensen, and Eyring, 2011, p. 47).  
Adoption of a total technology solution suggests that higher education move from a position focused on the 
education of students by developing them holistically, towards the view of students solely as customers, which may 
be at odds with the many of the aforementioned purposes. 
   
Conclusion 
“Education is not the learning of facts, but the training of the mind to think.”  Albert Einstein.   
The purpose of this study was to investigate the perspectives of the participants involved in an online 
discussion about higher education and the impact technology and the Internet has or will likely have on its future.  In 
reviewing and disaggregating the 376 comments to develop themes used in the analysis it became clear there was no 
consensus for a clear definition of what a college education was, who the students were, and what role technology 
plays, or could play in the educational process.  This lack of understanding was compounded by the personal, and 
often limited views of the participants.  Other than the author, there were no self-declared higher education scholars 
or researchers in the group, although faculty and administrators working in higher education made many of the 
comments. Many of the comments made by faculty and administrators reflected upon practices limited to 
experiences with online courses and massive open online courses (MOOCs) and not the diversity of role and 
function of higher education.   
The aforementioned data suggest the importance of understanding the different types of students, 
traditional and non-traditional, and the diversity of needs and pressures these students place on the higher education 
system.  Student needs, including those associated with remediation due to lack of preparation, knowledge and skill 
development for work and life in society, work-force retraining for displaced workers and veterans should be 
investigated in a holistic way before replacing an existing system of higher education with a technological solution.  
Although the lack of understanding of the complexities facing American higher education was a limiting 
factor, a majority of the participants (n=37; 69.8%) felt that technology would not replace colleges and universities, 
as we know them today.   In a recent interview with Inside Higher Education, Hilary Clinton, former U.S. Senator 
and U.S. Secretary of State, offers a prospective that would likely be accepted by the majority of participants in this 
discussion; “Online education can ‘open doors’ for many students, and may offer as high quality an education as 
anything in some fields or for some students. But technology is a tool, not a teacher. It cannot replace laboratory-
based experiments" (Jaschik, 2014).     
The discussion raises the need for more research associated with the various aspects of and problems facing 
higher education.  More research is needed to address issues related to the rising costs of higher education and the 
subsequent impact on student debt known collectively as college affordability.  Additional research should focus on 
the role technology can play in addressing institutional efficiency and effectiveness in delivering education to all of 
America’s higher education students.  Finally, understanding the different roles and functions of colleges and 
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universities as well as the diversity of student needs and how technology could be used to support the educational 
process and transform American higher education should be explored.    
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